Concerns over climate change ratcheted up a notch last month with new fears that the pace of change had been greater than anyone predicted a decade ago, and that major tourist and nature sites could be out of bounds or threatened within coming years. And America's most populous state, California, opened a new front in its struggle with climate change when it announced it was suing the six largest carmakers in the US for allegedly contributing to global warming.
In an unprecedented lawsuit, the state accused Ford, General Motors, Toyota, Honda, Chrysler and Nissan of creating a 'public nuisance' and costing it millions of dollars. Environmental campaigners hailed the lawsuit as a landmark event in the effort to deal with global warming. And a report for Churchill Insurance warned that sites such as the Great Barrier Reef and the Maldives could suffer irrevocably from climate change.
The California lawsuit, filed in a US district court in northern California, alleges that vehicle emissions have contributed significantly to global warming, and argues that the car manufacturers should be held responsible for the past and future cost of combating the crisis.
"Global warming is causing significant harm to California's environment, economy, agriculture and public health," said the state's Democratic attorney general, Bill Lockyer, who filed the complaint. "The impacts are costing millions of dollars and the price tag is increasing… It is time to hold these companies responsible for their contribution to the crisis."
California is the largest car market in the US, with more than 2 million new vehicles registered every year. This compares with about 2.5 million for the entire UK. Car sales in the state totalled $83 billion in 2005 according to the Automobile Alliance, an industry group representing carmakers. The 29 million registered vehicles in the state drove a total of 320 billion miles in the year.
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Climate-change battle heats up
The lawsuit further argues that monitoring and addressing the results of global warming's harmful effects in the future "will almost certainly cost millions more".
Roda Verheyen, co-director of Friends of the Earth Climate Justice Programme, welcomed the development, saying: "This was a case waiting to happen. It is the most significant piece of climate change litigation that has ever been brought." California's boldness stemmed in part from the attitude of its governor, Arnold Schwarzenegger, a Republican who has been outspoken in his determination to combat global warming. "There are some issues in the world that are simply so compelling, whether in the United States or in the United Kingdom, that demand us to put aside our partisan differences and attack them head on," Schwarzenegger told one British newspaper last month. "In California, we have spent much of the past year doing just that on global warming and other environmental challenges. We've even signed an agreement with Tony Blair to fight climate change together, across an ocean and a continent, because protecting our planet demands nothing less," he said.
The Automobile Alliance in a statement said car manufacturers were already working to produce more fuel-efficient cars. Arguing that it needed more time to study the complaint, it noted that a similar suit, which saw energy companies sued on public nuisance grounds, had failed.
"Using nuisance suits to address global warming would involve the courts in deciding political questions beyond their jurisdiction," the alliance said. "This opens the door to lawsuits targeting any activity that used fossil fuel for energy."
The lawsuit comes as California aggressively pursues a reduction in carbon dioxide emissions. A law passed in 2004 will force carmakers to reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 30 per cent. That measure is currently being challenged by car manufacturers.
Last month the California state legislation approved a measure to force utilities to cut emissions, and the state has sued the federal government for failing to address the effects of global warming.
"By curbing greenhouse gas emissions, we can devise new market-based mechanisms that spur innovation, collaborate on technology research and lead on an issue where the US government has been slow to act," says Schwarzenegger.
British business tycoon, Sir Richard Branson, joined the growing ranks of global warming activists last month by committing $3 billion to tackle climate change. The billionaire pledged all the profits from his Virgin air and rail interests over the next 10 years to combating rising global temperatures. However, the estimated $3 billion will not go to charities and will be invested in a new branch of Branson's ever-expanding Virgin conglomerate, Virgin Fuels. Much of the investment will focus on biofuels, an alternative to oil-based fuels made from plants.
The British government, which has lagged behind several other countries in its commitment to biofuels, has ordered petrol stations in the UK to source five per cent of their fuel from renewable energy by 2010, one of several lucrative opportunities for biofuel producers such as Virgin.
A British government spokesman said: "This is an extremely generous offer. The prime minister met Richard Branson and other business leaders in California in the summer and came back very impressed with the positive steps all the companies were taking to reduce their impact on global warming."
Branson may find some attempts to run his aircraft on biofuels struggle to take off. In 2000, scientists at Imperial College London said that bioethanol was not suitable and could be dangerous. Small amounts of biodiesel could be mixed into existing aircraft fuel, kerosene, but critics say its green credentials have been exaggerated. Biodiesel is prepared from plants such as oilseed rape, and is supposed to be carbon-neutral because the carbon emitted when it is burnt to release energy was absorbed from the atmosphere while the plant grew. But recent studies have shown the greenhouse gains are much smaller than assumed. Making the fertilisers and pesticides needed to grow the crops takes large amounts of energy, as does processing it into fuel. Others warn that the amount of land required to grow crops on a sufficient scale could increase pressure on forests and other One airline boss has pledged to pursue the production of biofuels to ease global warming fears but critics believe much more is needed. Nigel Williams reports.
Hopes pinned on biofuel
Bioflying: Sir Richard Branson, chief executive of Virgin Atlantic, has committed profits from his companies to the research and production of biofuels. (Photograph: Empics.)
